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Narrator:  Sister Mary Corde Lenn 
Date:  August 2, 2010  
Place:  Springfield, IL 
Interviewer:  Sister Arlene Winkler 
Second Interviewer:  Mary Caroline Mitchell 
 
 
Q.  Today is Monday, August 2, 2010.  I, Sister Arlene Winkler along with Sister Mary Corde, and 
Sister, would you please first give me a little background of your life? 
 
A.  You are asking a lot.   
 
Q.  Well, you can abbreviate it. 
 
A.  I will.  I grew up in Springfield, Illinois.  I am one of five children.  I attended St. Patrick’s 
Grade School.  Then I went on to work at Prudential Insurance Company.  While I was there, I 
just kept having an inkling that I wanted to be a sister.   
 
After working there for about five years, I decided that I was going to get this thing out of my 
head and go in the sisterhood and get back out of there.   Now I can tell you that I’ve been here 
for forty years.  The sisterhood has agreed with me, and I thoroughly enjoy being a religious.  Is 
that sufficient for you? 
 
Q.  Yes, I think it is for right now.  We will find out more about you as we go along. 
 
A.  That’s what I thought. 
 
Q.  First, would you tell me what your educational background was before you went to the 
university? 
 
A.  Ok.  I attended the University of Arkansas from 1977 to 1981, and I got an associate degree 
in nursing at that time.  I went on to work at St. Dominic’s Hospital in Jackson, Mississippi.  Then 
from 1981 to 1983, I asked permission and went back to school at St. Louis University and got 
my bachelor’s in nursing.  After that, I came back after several years of work at the hospital to 
get my master’s degree at Sangamon State. 
 
Q.  Wonderful; that sounds real good.  What were some of your goals when you started out at 
the university? 
 
A.  My biggest goal is that I wanted to work in gerontology.  I have a deep respect for the 
elderly, and Sangamon State had a master’s program in geriatrics.  So that was what I entered 
into. 
 
Q.  What were some of the subjects that you took?   
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A.  We had the Sociology of Aging.  We had, let’s see the… gosh, you are asking a lot of 
questions now.  I have to think.  The Biology of Aging; that was Dr. Chesky [Jeffrey A. Chesky].  
Roz [Rosamond Robbert] taught a lot of aging classes.  It was primarily in aging. 
 
Q.  Ok.  What years was this in? 
 
A.  That was 1992 to 1994.   
 
Q.  Wonderful.  Ok.  Do you remember your favorite instructors and some points about them?  
Good or bad. 
 
A.  I won’t tell you any of the bad ones. 
 
Q.  Sure, they were all good ones. 
 
A.  Roz Robbert was probably my favorite.  She was also the one that I did my internship with.  
Dr. Chesky, I could not ever forget Dr. Chesky, and he was pretty hilarious.  Also, Dr. Harry 
Berman.  Dr. Berman worked with me on my “Luster” internship, too – thesis. 
 
Q.  You said you liked them all, so that’s wonderful.  What was the campus really like when you 
started out there? 
 
A.  Campus was much smaller than it is today, but I loved the grounds.  It reminds me a lot of 
our mother house campus, too, because it is very, very spacious.  The classes were wonderful.  
Especially Dr. Chesky and Roz made those classes come very alive to us.  We worked out in the 
field and came back and talked about our experiences in the classroom situation.   
 
There was a lot of freedom of expression.  We thoroughly enjoyed being able to speak about 
the elderly, and also about what kind of experiences we did have there.  I also enjoyed the 
library.  Brookens Library was very well equipped at the time, and it was a place – it was a home 
away from home for me.   
 
Q.  In those days, were there any computers in the library? 
 
A.  Yes, we had computers.  They were not quite as well developed as they are, I’m sure, today.  
But yes, we were able to work with computers, too.  I think that was the days of the old Apple 
computers.   
 
Q.  When they first started? 
 
A.  Yes.   
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Q.  In your courses, what about the other students?  Did you make up with them right away?  
Did you find out who they were?  How did you get acquainted? 
 
A.  We usually just told who we were and what we were doing at the time.  We shared a lot of 
time together studying and just talking about whatever our experiences were in school and 
then just simply learning about each other from our classroom situation.  Dr. Chesky and Roz 
really pulled that out of us at the same time.  So I think that the freedom of expression was 
where we learned about each other. 
 
Q.  Where were your internships at or what were they like? 
 
A.  I did a lot especially with the elderly at our mother house.  I was learning a lot about those 
people, and so that was probably my primary one. 
 
Q.  Describe in detail two or three of the most memorable experiences that you had there at 
the university. 
 
A.  Wow, you are asking me about ten years ago. 
 
Q.  It is a test of memory now. 
 
A.  That’s exactly right, and my memory is not that good any longer.  I found that that is what 
happens with the elderly.  [laughter]  I think probably my best was at Brookens.  The library was 
well-equipped.  I loved my reading.  I loved working on my thesis.  I worked with a Dr. Richard 
Johnson.  He is an author in St. Louis.  He does a lot of spirituality of the aging at this point.  I 
thoroughly enjoyed going back and forth to St. Louis to work with Dr. Johnson at the time.   
 
He helped me to learn how to develop a “luster” questionnaire.  I sent that questionnaire out to 
– gosh, I think it was a hundred and some religious at the time.  I told him afterwards that he 
could use it in any way he wanted to.  I do believe he did with his programs now there is 
something now on luster of religious life in his books and his readings. 
 
Q.  Were all these questionnaires to your own sisters or sisters of other religious orders? 
 
A.  No, they were other religious orders.  I used the book of religious that we had here at the 
mother house, and I randomly chose the people that I sent it to.  I can’t tell you now how many 
I got back, but I got sufficient for the credibility of the thesis.  It was really a lot of fun doing it, 
and it was very enjoyable hearing from these other religious and what their experience of what 
religious life was.  I developed it into it was either, I think, ten or twelve “luster” qualities, and it 
was just fun.   
 
Q.  Was it like a comparative study, comparing your own sisters with other sisters or what? 
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A.  No.  It was just does what brings out the “luster” of your life as a religious.  I can tell you that 
it has certainly been helpful to me as I’ve lived my religious life journey in these last forty years, 
so just looking at the different qualities that we talked about.  It helps me to know what 
religious life is all about and what other people experience it as.  It could be used for married 
people or even single people.  It could be adapted to those kinds of areas. 
 
Q.  Could you give me an example of the type of question or not?  Maybe that is too personal. 
 
A.  No, no.  You are just asking the ten-year span of it.  I would almost have to get that out and 
review it to look at it now.  Probably uppermost was our faith life, how we experience faith, 
how we just simply sit with the Lord, or how a married person would sit with their spouse, and 
really get to know each other and grow old together.  I don’t recall the others, to be honest 
with you. 
 
Q.  Sounds very interesting.  I would love to read that sometime. 
 
A.  I would be happy to share it with you. 
 
Q.  Ok, whenever you get around to it. 
 
A.  Ok, it is in the library for one at Brookens, but I have my own copy.  I would be happy to give 
it to you after we finish here if you want. 
 
Q.  That would be fine.  Did you return to the university to take any other classes after you 
graduated? 
 
A.  No.  I have not been back.  After I left the university, I went back to work in Mississippi.  We 
had a retirement village there, and I worked at the retirement village for a couple of years.  
Then I was asked to come back to our emergency room, which I did that until 1999, emergency 
room in Jackson, St. Dominic’s Hospital at Jackson, Mississippi.   
 
After I did that, I came back to Springfield in 1999.  My dad had died.  I wanted to be closer to 
home, and so I found a job here in Springfield at St. Agnes Church.  It was a parish nurse job.  It 
gave me the experience of working with the elderly again, so my gerontology work was put into 
practice.   
 
After working there for about four and a half years, I was asked to become a Director of Nurses 
here at the mother house in our infirmary area, Regina Coeli.  I have done that ever since I think 
it was 2004 that I have worked in gerontology, and I am still here.  They haven’t kicked me out. 
[laughter] 
 
Q.  So what year did you really graduate from the university? 
 
A.  The university would have been 1994. 
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Q.  1994? 
 
A. Yes.  I got the master’s in gerontology. 
 
Q.  So what were some of the other activities that you went to at the university? 
 
A.  Unfortunately, I was not able to attend a lot of the activities because I was also doing work 
at the time at Little Flower Convent.  So when I was not at school doing my schoolwork, I was at 
the convent there. 
 
Q.  In recalling what you did over the years, do you feel that you have met your goals that you 
set when you went there? 
 
A.  I definitely do.  I think that my years in gerontology have been very rewarding.  As I said at 
the beginning, I have thoroughly enjoyed working with the elderly.  I think that there is a lot of 
wisdom with them.  As a matter of fact, there is a church here in Springfield that has an OWL’s 
meeting once a month. 
 
OWLS – Older, wiser, lovable seniors, and that is exactly what I think seniors are.  There is a lot 
of wisdom in their age.  There is a lot that they can tell you just by sitting there with you, 
possibly just holding their hand.  Working with our sisters right here, Regina Coeli, is very, very 
rewarding for me because sometimes a sister is just simply looking out into space, and she has 
a lot to teach you. 
 
Q.  You attend any of those meetings at that church? 
 
A.  Yes, I was off campus just recently and I attended one probably two months ago that I was 
there for.  They usually have a nice dinner together.  They usually have some kind of a sharing.  
At the time I was there, a group had come for a musical.  Just simply talking with the people is 
wonderful. 
 
Q.  Sounds real invigorating that you can go to that. 
 
A.   Yes. 
 
Q.  Do they invite anyone? 
 
A.  I think it is just their parishioners.  It is a parish type thing, but I am sure that if you are 
interested, you could get an invite.  I have got some connections that I could let you know who 
they are. 
 
Q.  Ok, that sounds real good.  Here is a question.  How did your education affect your personal 
or your life that followed you in your profession? 
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A.  Ok.  One of the things, I have been a very shy person.  It has helped me to go out and shortly 
after I had graduated, I worked on a workshop called, “The Spirituality of Aging.”  I was able to 
give that in our diocese in Jackson, Mississippi.  Then I came back here to at the time we had 
Benincasa, which was a ministry by our sisters out at Riverton.  
 
I gave a day’s workshop on the spirituality of aging.  I have also done some work with 
conferences on Alzheimer’s disease, and that is probably something I would not have done on 
my own. 
 
Q.  So it sounds like you really are branching out into other areas concerning the aging 
population. 
 
A.  Yes. 
 
Q.  Not with just your own sisters but with other lay people. 
 
A.  As you know, the whole world is aging much more rapidly today, so aging is what it is all 
about, I think. 
 
Q.  So we always have the aged people with us. 
 
A.  That’s right.   
 
Q.  Is there anything else that you would like to add now to what all you have told me? 
 
A.  No, I think you have pretty much covered it.  I think because of the graduation there at 
Sangamon State, UIS now, I was able to go on and work at our village in Jackson, Mississippi.  
Then I worked with the elderly population in parish nursing.  I have then come here to the 
mother house to work with the aging population.   
 
I live with sisters who are very much aging sisters and I find that it is very easy to live with them 
and to communicate with them.  I definitely think all of that is due to going through the 
geriatric program there at UIS.   
 
Q.  So you were prepared to accept them as they were in their aging. 
 
A.  I think it gives a lifetime of service.  I am sorry that the program is not still a program for a 
master’s degree, but I think that people can use that along with other courses in order to get 
their master’s at UIS now.   
 
Q.  Yes.  Thank you very much for all you have spoken about.  I wish you God’s blessing as you 
get a little bit older each day. 
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A.  Thank you, sister.  I appreciate it. 
 
Mary Caroline Mitchell [M]:  This is Mary Caroline Mitchell and I would like to add a question or 
two to both of you because I think there probably were not too many religious students.  I 
wanted to ask you Sister Corde, “Was it difficult or did you encounter any issues related to your 
education as a religious sister?” 
 
A.  That’s a very good question.  I think students are very open people, and I did not encounter 
any kind of biases toward the Catholic faith, toward religious life.  I found it very easy to fit in 
with the students that were there at the time.  I just simply thoroughly enjoyed being with 
them; I was one of them. 
 
M.  Sister Arlene? 
 
Q.  I didn’t find any difficulty.  In fact, I think I was respected very much by the other students.  I 
tried to be kind to them and listen and help them and ask them questions, which was easier to 
do in a way than going back to my instructor.   
 
So I felt that… I don’t know.  There was a lot of peace in our days there.  There was no violence, 
nothing to worry about.  We always felt safe in that area, so I looked at it as a little place to go 
to when I wanted to get away from my own work. 
 
A.  I also, Caroline, found that the instructors were very open to us.  Respectful, yes, but I think 
that I did not feel any lack of freedom by being on the campus from the students or the 
instructors. 
 
M.  Very good.  I also wanted to ask how you have been involved with the university in the 
student’s, in your job here.  Have you had a relationship with the gerontology courses? 
 
A.  I am glad you asked that question because every year, Caroline Peck, brings her students 
out.  We have done that now for probably at least the last three years.  We give them a tour of 
the convent.  We talk about the aging sisters.  We talk about the different levels of care that we 
have here.   
 
We usually will invite several of the sisters to come and they usually will sit in some kind of a 
circle.  The students are very open with the sisters.  They have time to talk individually, and 
they have time to talk together.  We found that to be a very, very good class. 
 
Q.  Didn’t you also have students from the university come out here like for an internship? 
 
A.  Yes, we have had one that was here probably about four or five years ago, and she did her 
internship here.  Then unfortunately we haven’t had any since, so it is a wonderful place for 
that kind of an environment. 
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M.  We appreciate your continued service.  Without places like this, it is a great place for 
students to learn about aging. 
 
A.  The older population, yes. 
 
M.  Yes.   
 
Q.  Yes, and at our convent, Caroline Peck has also brought her students out.  I always was with 
them.  We had many of our older sisters sit in a circle and talk about the aging process and how 
they remembered way back when they were young and had a lot of pep and energy and what 
all they did in our hospitals.  They were glad that students are interested in the elderly people 
because some places, they are not so interested, and the elderly are looked upon as a burden.   
So they welcome them to continue learning all that they can about the elderly. 
 
M.  Well, thank you both. 
 
A.  You are welcome. 
 
Q.  That sound all right? 
 
 
 
[End Tape 1] 
 
25 minutes 12 seconds      
 
End of Interview    
